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ABSTRACT

A third of Hispanic youth live below the poverty line, making
them vulnerable for exposure to gangs, substances, and violence, all of which have been associated with substance use.
The aim of the present study was to test the link between
these variables, using a multiple mediation model. Results
suggest that the relationship between gang exposure and
adolescent substance use was mediated by both access to
substances and exposure to violence. Findings provide insight
into how gang exposure impacts outcomes for low-income
youth. Implications for prevention and policy are discussed.
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Hispanics are a rapidly growing population in the United States, with
Puerto Rican and Dominican persons designated as the second- and fifthlargest Hispanic populations, respectively (Stepler & Brown, 2015).
However, a quarter of all Hispanics in the United States live below the poverty line, with Hispanic youth representing more than 30% of adolescents
in poverty (Stepler & Brown, 2015). Although gangs are present across all
socioeconomic status (SES) backgrounds, areas with high concentrations of
poverty also have a larger gang presence (O’Brien, Daffern, Chu &
Thomas, 2013; Ritter, Simon & Mahendra, 2013) and put youth at an
increased vulnerability to experience violence (Pratt & Cullen, 2005). Gang
presence has also been linked to both violence and substance accessibility
for youth (National Gang Intelligence Center [NGIC], 2013). Intersecting
experiences of poverty and discrimination based on ethnic minority status
increase the probability that Hispanic youth will affiliate themselves with
gangs (Krohn, Schmidt, Lizotte, & Baldwin, 2011). These findings are concerning for Hispanic youth specifically, as (although not taking into
account SES) nearly 28% have been in a physical fight, 10% have been
threatened or injured with a weapon at school, and they are more likely to
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engage in substance use when compared to their White and Black peers
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2014).
Currently, research on the link between gangs and substance use has
examined gang affiliation (i.e., the formal involvement with a specific gang)
opposed to being exposed to gangs (i.e., gang members and activities are
present within a community; DeVoe & Bauer, 2011; Forber-Pratt, Aragon,
& Espelage, 2014). This overlooks outcomes for youth who are not affiliated and limits knowledge for prevention specialists working with youth in
these communities. Considering the links between gang exposure and
increased substance availability (NGIC, 2013) and findings that gang members are likely to supply drugs (Krohn et al., 2011), it is important to examine the link between exposure to gangs within a community and substance
use among Hispanic youth. This study takes up this task and examines the
mediating relations of drug and alcohol access and experiences of violence
on this link. These investigations will aid in prevention efforts.
Literature Review
Social disorganization theory

Social disorganization theory asserts that high-density neighborhoods of
concentrated socioeconomic disadvantage produce negative outcomes for
individuals in these communities. Citizens of disorganized communities
have fewer opportunities to engage in civic efforts, which further isolates
them from resourceful social networks and resources that help to keep
them healthy and safe (Fisher et al., 2012). Given the prevalence of social
isolation, residents are susceptible to a host of outcomes that are harmful
to youth such as gang involvement (Taylor, Deuchar, & van der Leun,
2015) and substance use (Fisher et al., 2012). As such, authority figures,
such as police officers and teachers, are viewed to hold little power, which
can influence youth to become gang affiliated to feel safe (Fisher et al.,
2012; Forber-Pratt et al., 2014). Conversely, youth who feel safe in their
schools and communities and have formed positive relationships with their
teachers are less likely to enter gangs (Merrin, Hong, & Espelage, 2015). It
is critical to facilitate positive relationships between youth and mentors
(e.g., teachers, family members, other community leaders) to help them
form connections.
Access and substance use

Gang affiliation is associated with substance use among ethnic minority
youth living in socially disorganized urban communities (e.g., Hoffman,
Weathers, & Sanders, 2014; Sanders, 2012). However, minimal research has
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examined gang exposure as opposed to affiliation (e.g., DeVoe & Bauer,
2011; Forber-Pratt et al., 2014). Although research on gang affiliation is
valuable, it overlooks the impact of gangs on unaffiliated youth, which has
been linked to both substance access and substance use and is especially
concerning given Hispanic YOUTH’S high probability of use and misuse (e.g.,
CDC, 2014; Murphy, Vaughn, Barry, & Terzian, 2012).
For example, gang exposure offers an explanation for why youth access
illicit drugs and alcohol (Taniguchi, Ratcliffe, & Taylor, 2011). Research has
found that gang members are more likely than non–gang members to sell
drugs in their community (Krohn et al., 2011) and that youth in these spaces
are in jeopardy of purchasing them (NGIC, 2013). Hence, gang members
pose as a source from which youth are able to obtain substances (Krohn
et al., 2011; Schofield, Conger, & Robins, 2015). Gang members who do not
sell drugs may also have knowledge of how to obtain them, which they share
with unaffiliated peers (Sanders, 2012). Gang exposure augments youths’
access to substances and may, in turn, contribute to youth substance use
(Feldman, Boyer, Kumar, & Prout, 2011; Shih et al., 2015).
Violence and substance use

Beyond gangs providing access to substance, they also escalate instances of
community violence (Taniguchi et al., 2011), which further increases the
probability of youth stress and symptoms related to posttraumatic stress
disorder (e.g., depression, anxiety, hypervigilance; Gudi~
no, 2013). The cooccurrence of mental health diagnoses and substance use is common
(Kessler et al., 2005), particularly for Hispanic youth who have experienced
victimization (Chisolm, Mulatu, & Brown, 2009). For example, symptoms
of depression (Bennett & Joe, 2015) and drug and alcohol use (Reid,
Garcia-Reid, Klein, & McDougall, 2008) have been attributed to long-term
exposure to stressful events, such as violent crime. Goldbach, Cardoso,
Cervantes, and Duan (2015) found that Hispanic youth exposed to higher
rates of violence also consumed alcohol. Substance use prevention professionals and interventionists may be able to recognize these symptoms and
intervene before substance use occurs. However, if gone unnoticed, higher
levels of stress through experiences such as exposure to violence may
increase the probability of adolescent substance use (Tate, Brown, Glasner,
Unrod, & McQuaid, 2006). In other words, youth in urban communities
who are struggling with the psychological outcomes of violence may turn
to substances to cope (Bennett & Joe, 2015; Fletcher, Bonell, Sorhaindo, &
Strange, 2009).
Unfortunately, gangs in the community may be the suppliers of the very
substances unaffiliated youth use to cope (Taniguchi et al., 2011),
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furthering accessibility. The sale and availability of these substances may
occur in gang territories (Taniguchi et al., 2011). These territories that
gangs occupy create gang rivalries, which foster gang-related violence (Tita
& Radil, 2011). These rivalries often extend beyond gang territories, making
Hispanic youth vulnerable to gang-related violent encounters within their
schools as well (CDC, 2014), which is a manifestation of community disorder (Forber-Pratt et al., 2014), and experiences of violence in intersecting
spaces may intensify fear and increase substance use (DeVoe & Bauer,
2011). As gang exposure has been linked to substance accessibility
(Taniguchi et al., 2011), and those who access substances may do so in specific gang territories, this may be linked to higher rates of violence if disputes occur because of the sale of substances across these spaces (Tita &
Radil, 2011). The experiences of violence from the coalescence of these factors may be connected to substance use (Goldbach et al., 2015).
Mechanisms of youth substance use

The extant literature indicates there are multiple pathways through which
low-income urban Hispanic youth are in danger of substance use. Although
a direct link may exist between gang exposure and substance use (Hoffman
et al., 2014; Sanders, 2012), it is important to further examine how other
factors, especially those characteristic of social disorganization, are linked to
YOUTH’ssubstance use. Given the association of gang exposure with substance
availability and violence, as well as these variables’ links to substance use
(Bennett & Joe, 2015; Cardoso, Goldbach, Cervantes, & Swank, 2016;
Feldman et al., 2011; Goldbach et al., 2015; Shih et al., 2015; Ritter et al.,
2013), it is also critical to examine a mediating pathway between all three
mechanisms. This will aid in understanding how gangs in socially disorganized environments contribute to low-income urban Hispanic youths’ vulnerability for substance use. By taking into account neighborhood characteristics
when examining these links, these pathways provide insight into the understudied ways in which exposure to gangs in low-income urban communities
is connected with substance use for Hispanic youth.
Purpose and hypotheses

The purpose of this study is to examine the link between gang exposure
and 30-day substance use among low-income Hispanic urban youth in a
socially disorganized community and the mediating roles of drug and alcohol access and experiences of violence (Figure 1). We propose that as gang
exposure increases, youth’s 30-day substance use will also increase. We also
hypothesize that substance access and experiences of violence will partially
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R2 = .095

Access to drugs
and alcohol

Violence
exposure during
past 12 Months

.028

1.15***
.106***
.43**
.016***
R2 = .37
Gang exposure
1

c .108*** R = .068
2

30-day ATOD
use

c’ .017, p = .217 R2 = .37

Figure 1. Multiple mediation model predicting 30-day ATOD use among Dominican and Puerto
Rican youth (N ¼ 328).

mediate this link. Specifically, gang exposure should increase both access to
substances and violence.
Methodology
Sample and design

As part of a larger Drug Free Communities– (DFC-) grant prevention initiative, students were recruited through convenience sampling methods
from a large high school in a Northeastern, economically disadvantaged,
urban community. This was the largest high school in the target community, and as a result, students had diverse backgrounds from multiple areas
of the community. In sampling from this school, we were able to encompass a wide variety of perceptions about and experiences in this community. Following institutional review board (IRB) approval, students were
sampled through physical education and health classes, as these are
required in all four years of school. All 2,000 students in these grades and
classes were provided parental consent and student assent forms. Students
who returned both forms were eligible to participate (N ¼ 737 or 36.8%).
Although this is a somewhat low response rate, only students who returned
both the signed parent consent and student assent forms were eligible to
participate in the survey. Studies indicate that active parent consent may
influence consent procedures and reduce the overall response rate of students (Nulty, 2008). As such, this response rate must be considered in relation to laws from the focal state, which require active parental consent.
Studies of substance abuse in low-income urban areas where data are collected on campus may also have lower response rates than those in more
affluent areas, given higher levels of absenteeism due to necessary time
away from school (e.g., helping a single parent; Weitzman, Guttmacher,
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Weinberg, & Kapadia, 2003). This school meets these criteria as the target
city is one of the largest and most densely populated in the state, with
nearly one-third of the population living below the poverty line (United
States Census Bureau, 2015) as well as having low rates of educational
attainment and high rates of crime. These are also all characteristics of a
socially disorganized community (Sampson & Groves, 1989). Similar studies have reported comparable response rates (e.g., Tyler & Melander, 2015).
Data were collected through pencil and paper surveys that were distributed during these classes on their campus and returned directly to members of the research team at that time. The research team consisted of
trained master- and doctoral-level graduate students who either worked for
or volunteered with the grant as well as a licensed social worker who was
also affiliated with the grant. Trained undergraduate students also aided in
data collection and were directly supervised by graduate students. Students
returned their surveys to members of the research team during these class
periods so that individuals who knew the student directly (e.g., teachers,
parents) were unable to view responses. Methodological bias is an inherent
issue when examining constructs such as substance use and violence, where
individuals may be likely to respond in a socially desirable way (Williams
& Nowatzki, 2005; van de Mortel, 2008). Youth often underreport 30-day
substance use, particularly among drugs deemed “worse” (e.g., heroin,
cocaine); however, evidence suggests reports of substance use have validity
(Williams & Nowatzki, 2005). To reduce methodological bias, we employed
several mechanisms. First, response items were counter-balanced (i.e., agreement or higher numerical value indicates a higher score on underlying construct), which limits acquiescence response styles (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, &
Podsakoff, 2012). Second, proximal distances between predictors and criterion variables were taken into consideration and adjusted; meaning substance
use measures were separate from like measures such as violence and access
to drugs and alcohol, which attenuates context and question order effects
(Podsakoff et al., 2012). Respondents were also assured anonymity
(Podsakoff et al., 2012). Participants did not put names on the survey.
Consent and assent forms were collected and kept separately from surveys so
as to limit links between participants’ responses and participants’ names.
Therefore, no direct link was present between those who turned in the survey and their consent and assent forms.
The surveyed sample (N ¼ 737) was largely Hispanic (73%). For the current study, the sample (N = 328) was delimited to those who identified as
Dominican (63%) and Puerto Rican (37%). These designate the two largest
cultural groups among those who identified as Hispanic, both within this
area of the United States (United States Census Bureau, 2015) and in the
community for which the data emanated. Given their presence both locally
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and nationally (Stepler & Brown, 2015), they are an important population
in which to prevent substance use. A nearly equal distribution of males
(45.4%) and females (53.7%) was present among this sample and were near
evenly distributed between 9th (19.3%), 10th (25.1%), 11th (23.2%), and
12th (32.4%) grades. Most respondents were between 16 and 18 years of
age (63.5%). Over 75% of the sample received free or reduced-price lunch,
a proxy for low SES.
Measures

Descriptive statistics, associated alpha levels (Cronbach a), and correlations
for all variables are found in Table 1.
Thirty-day substance use

Thirty-day substance use is a 21-item measure derived from the four
domains (i.e., tobacco, alcohol, marijuana, and other drug use) of the
Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance (YRBS) Survey (a ¼ .94). Questions
assessed 30-day alcohol, tobacco, and other drug (ATOD) use (e.g., heroin,
cocaine, marijuana) on a scale (sample item: During the past 30 days, on
how many days did you have 5 or more drinks of alcohol in a row?; Kann
et al., 2014). Response options ranged from 0 days (0) to 20 to 30 days (4)
and were summed, with the mean derived from these 21 items. Scores
ranged from 0 to four. All substances were measured this way. The differing substances were combined, as opposed to separating into “softer” (e.g.,
tobacco, alcohol) and “harder” (e.g., cocaine), in accordance with the YRBS
measure for substance use. Furthermore, as a ratio level variable, it is
appropriate to measure on a scale for linear methods as we can measure
these findings on a slope as it has a true 0 (i.e., no days; Field, 2013). On
average, students responded with lower rates of substance-using behavior
(M ¼ .34, SD ¼ .47; a ¼ .94), which is not atypical, as previous studies
among urban youth observed similarly lower means and continued to
Table 1. Correlations and descriptive statistics for study variables.
1. Gang exposure
2. 30-day ATOD use
3. Violence victimization
4. Access to drugs and alcohol
5. Gender (female ¼1)
Mean
SD
A
Skew
Kurtosis
p < .01;
p < .001.

1
—

2.50
1.44
.71
.023
-.383

2
.231
—

.34
.47
.94
3.29
10.21

3
.270
.587
—
1.52
2.62
.83
2.54
8.16

4
.370
.256
.145
—
10.75
4.56
.86
.414
-.818

5
.130
.126
.167
.070
—
.54
.499
—
—
—
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report significant results (e.g., Christens & Peterson, 2012; Christens,
Peterson, Reid, & Garcia-Reid, 2015; Tyler & Melander, 2015). However,
the scale was zero saturated.
Gang exposure

Exposure to gangs is based upon six dichotomous (i.e., yes/no) items
summed to measure gang exposure (sample items: Are there gangs in your
neighborhood? Are there gang members in this school? Dahlberg et al.,
2005). Students identified moderate gang exposure in their communities
(M ¼ 2.50, SD ¼ 1.45; a ¼ .71), with responses ranging from a low of zero
to a high of six.
Access to drugs and alcohol

Access to drugs and alcohol comes from a five-item measure that assesses
the level of difficulty associated with acquiring drugs and alcohol (sample
item: If you wanted to get marijuana, how easy would it be for you to get
some? Arthur et al., 1996). Participants responded to questions using a
4-point scale ranging from very hard (1) to very easy (4). Responses were
summed, with higher scores reflecting greater ease in accessing drugs and
alcohol within participants’ communities (a ¼ .86). Students identified
moderate ease in accessing substances (M = 10.75, SD ¼ 4.56), with
responses ranging from a low of 5 to a high of 20.
Violence victimization during the past 12 months

This six-item summed measure examines the number of times students
have been victimized by violence during the past 12 months (sample item:
During the past 12 months, how many times were you in a physical fight?;
Orpinas & Frankowski, 2001), recorded using a 4-point scale ranging from
0 times (0) to 12 or more times (4). Participants identified being victimized
at generally lower rates (M = 1.52, SD ¼ 2.62; a ¼ .83).
Preliminary analysis and analysis plan

Multiple imputation (MI) techniques were used in SPSS 21.0 to examine
patterns of missing data, with the most missing for these data at 15%.
Little’s MCAR Test found that the chi square was significant (v2 ¼ [df ¼ 25]
100.68, p ¼ .002), indicating the data were most likely not missing completely at random (Little, 1988). Further inspection revealed the largest
amount of missing data (15%) was related to 30-day substance use. This
type of item nonresponse may be due to the sensitivity of the questions
(Schafer & Graham, 2002) and methodological bias (McGinniss & Harel,
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2016; Podsakoff et al., 2012). Missing data were handled using a chained
equations imputation approach, which is appropriate for this type of missingness (Schafer & Graham, 2002). In addition, these items were imputed
at the scale level, which has been identified as an appropriate method for
imputing data (Plumpton, Morris, Hughes, & White, 2016). Ten MI iterations were used, with complete blocks resulting (Graham, Olchowski, &
Gilreath, 2007; Little & Rubin, 2014). Normality was assessed, and only
30-day substance and violence victimization during the past 12 months was
nonnormal. Accordingly, bootstrapping was employed as a method with a
low level of bias; bootstrapping estimates the properties of the sampling
distribution from sample data and sidesteps issues of normality (Field,
2013; Wright, London, & Field, 2011). A parallel multiple mediating model
with the PROCESS macro in SPSS was used for the main tests (Hayes
2009; 2012). In this analysis, 5,000 Bootstrap resamples were used, which is
considered robust, accounts for issues regarding potential bias (Hayes,
2009), and preserves power (van Eeden-Moorefield & Benson, 2014).
Gender was used as a potential covariate as adolescent girls are less
likely to be involved in and exposed to gangs than boys, have a higher vulnerability for violence (Watkins & Melde, 2018), and are less likely than
boys to use substances (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration, 2017).
Results
Testing of hypothesized model explaining 30-day substance use

The coefficients in our hypothesized model predicting substance use
(Figure 1) were estimated, and direct effects (DE), indirect effects (IE),
and individual paths were examined (see Table 2 for indirect effects and
Figure 1 for direct effects). An important advantage of conducting mediation analyses using PROCESS is that it generates direct and indirect effects
in multiple mediation models, with mediators operating in parallel (Hayes,
2012). These multiple mediator models in PROCESS assume a causal chain
linking mediators, with specified direction and flow (Hayes, 2012).
Table 2. Indirect effects for mediation model on 30-Day ATOD use.
Indirect effects

Effect (SE)
Total indirect
.06 (.019)
Path 1: Gang exposure ➔access to
.02 (.006)
substances➔ 30-day ATOD use
Path 2: Gang exposure ➔access to
.003 (.004)
substances➔ violence exposure
➔ 30-day ATOD use
Path 3: Gang exposure ➔ violence
.05 (.018)
exposure ➔30-day ATOD use
Path significant if boot LLCI and ULCI do not contain zero.

95% boot ULCI, LLCI
.037, .113
.012, .033
.004, .013
.014, .087
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PROCESS provides some evidence of the plausibility of the causality
assumptions (Hayes, 2012), similar to that of SEM models (Gunzler, Chen,
Wu, & Zhang, 2013; Imai, Keele, & Tingley, 2010).
Results confirmed a strong and significant direct effect between gang
exposure and 30-day substance use (b ¼ .11, p < .001). Gang exposure
accounted for 7% of the variability in 30-day substance use. When mediators—access to drugs and alcohol and exposure to violence during the past
12 months—were added, the direct effect became nonsignificant (b ¼ .02,
p ¼ .22); when mediators were introduced, the model accounted for 37% of
the variability in 30-day substance use. Examining individual paths demonstrated that gang exposure was a strong-significant predictor of access to
drugs and alcohol (b = 1.15, p < .001), indicating that as gang exposure
increased within the community so did access to drugs and alcohol. In addition, as gang exposure increased, Hispanic youth experienced increased
violence (b ¼ .43, p <.001). Access to substances also independently predicted 30-day ATOD use (b ¼ .02, p < .001). Last, as violence exposure
increased, youth substance use also increased (b ¼ .11, p < .001). Three
indirect paths were also identified, two of which were significant (i.e., when
95% confidence interval [CI] does not contain zero; Field 2013; Hayes
2009, 2012). The paths mediated and indirectly affected 30-day substance
use, and path coefficients showed moderate (.05–.09) to small effects (less
than .03; Field 2013).
Results indicate a moderate total indirect effects model (b ¼ .07, p < .05),
demonstrating that the link between gang exposure and 30-day substance
use was partially mediated by access to substances and victimization in the
past 12 months. Path 1 demonstrates that access to drugs and alcohol mediated the relationship between gang exposure and 30-day ATOD use
(b ¼ .02, p < .05). Path 3 further suggests that exposure to violence during
the past 12 months also mediates the relationship between gang exposure
and 30-day ATOD use (b ¼ .05, p < .05). However, there was no multiple
mediation present, displaying the separate, yet strong and unique, mediating effects of access to drugs and alcohol and exposure to violence during
the past 12 months (Table 2).
Discussion

Among the present sample of Hispanic youth, results support the hypothesis that gang exposure is linked to substance use (Bennett & Joe, 2015;
Estrada, Gilreath, Astor, & Benbenishty, 2016). Results also support the
mediating roles of both accessibility (Estrada et al., 2016) and experiences
of violence (Goldbach et al., 2015). Through the use of a social disorganization lens, we attribute outcomes to the structural constraints impacting this
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community (Sampson & Groves, 1989) in conjunction with the unique
vulnerabilities of being low-income Hispanic youth (Cardoso et al., 2016;
Goldbach et al., 2015).
An exploration of links

Exposure to gangs, which is an indicator of a socially disorganized community, was linked to an increase in both substance accessibility (Taniguchi
et al., 2011) and levels of violence (Estrada et al., 2016). Results suggest
substance use was associated with increased access (Reid, Morton, GarciaReid, Peterson, & Yu, 2013) and increases in violence (Goldbach et al.,
2015). For these youth, as substances become more available, they are more
likely to obtain and use them. Such findings are troubling, given the disproportionate rate at which Hispanic youth are vulnerable to both experiences of substance use and violence before gang exposure (CDC, 2014).
However, when they are exposed to gangs, there is a significant link
(b ¼ .02) between this exposure, access, and use, indicating the potential for
gangs to make substances easier to obtain and, thus, increase use among
this population. One reason the effect size in this path may be smaller than
in the path where violence mediates this connection, and levels of access
are higher (M = 10.75) than reported use (M ¼ .34), is the possibility that
some reports of access rely on youths’ perceptions. Witnessing the distribution of substances directly or knowing how friends or family members
obtain them without using them themselves may influence these perceptions (Cattapan & Grimwade, 2008; Omu et al., 2017). Therefore, although
the youth themselves may not have used these substances, the impact of
the gangs on accessibility is still detrimental to the health of the community
at large (e.g., adults, youth who did not attend the target school).
Reluctance to report substance use behaviors may have contributed to differing reports of accessibility and use, as use may have social penalties
(Latkin, Edwards, Davey-Rothwell, & Tobin, 2017). Regardless of perception or access, perspectives of accessibility are critical to understand as
youth in these neighborhoods are the experts of their communities.
Therefore, it is important to consider how they can be involved as participants and critical actors in their own prevention programming alongside
prevention specialists (Reid, Forenza, Lardier, & Garica-Reid, 2017). This
may help reduce their probability for substance use in culturally responsive
ways (Lardier, Garcia-Reid, & Reid, 2018).
The links between gang exposure, violence, and use had a stronger effect
size (b=.05) than the preceding path (b ¼ .02) and must be considered. As
youth become increasingly exposed to violence, linked to gang exposure,
they are also likely to use drugs and alcohol. Much of the present literature
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examining the relationship between gangs and violence focuses on violence
as the outcome. Our model suggests a more complex relation in how gangs
may impact communities. Our results propose that violence is a path
through which exposure to gangs increases youth substance use. In addition
to some of the ways youth obtain substances (e.g., from their parents’ own
liquor supply, drug dealers who are not in gangs; Dunlap, Johnson, Kotarba,
& Fackler, 2010; Friese, Grub, & Moore, 2013), youth are able to access substances through gang members in their community (Krohn et al., 2011).
When youth access and use substances in this way, it can create a demand
for substances within the community, supplied by gang members, furthering
the violence and creating a vicious cycle. Although we did not test these
links directly, one interpretation is that to cope with violent experiences,
youth turn to substances (Bennett & Joe, 2015). Our interpretation should be
considered by future researchers as Hispanic adolescents’ vulnerability for
alcohol use increases when exposed to community and gang violence
(Goldbach et al., 2015). Extant research supports the idea that exposure to
violence is positively correlated with comorbid mental illness and substance
abuse for Hispanic youth (Chisolm et al., 2009), offering further support for
this relationship. Cardoso et al. (2016) proposed that the more stress
Hispanic youth experience not only increases their likelihood for substance
use, but also increases the different forms of substances they try.
Prevention and practice

Merrin et al. (2015) discussed the increased vulnerability for youth to
become affiliated with gangs when they were in communities that could be
characterized as socially disorganized. Youth in our study reported being
exposed to gangs at a young age (i.e., as young as the ninth grade), indicating the need for work in these communities to preemptively stop them from
entering gangs altogether. Prevention initiatives, including those funded by
the CDC, are recognizing the importance of taking steps to lessen the social
constraints impacting urban ethnic minority youth. Creating communitylevel alternatives to engaging in behaviors such as gang affiliation (e.g., afterschool activities) may begin to reduce violence and substance use (Ritter
et al., 2013). Indeed, when youth feel as though they belong in their community and are supported by teachers and other authority figures, they are less
likely to become affiliated (Merrin et al., 2015). These connections can
potentially prevent and lessen YOUTH’Sexposure to gangs and gang activities
as well as the negative outcomes (e.g., substance accessibility and use,
violence) associated with them in the community.
Regarding the substance use connected to gangs, quality substance abuse
services specifically for low-income Hispanic youth at the community level
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may be difficult to implement due to issues such as lack of funding
(Guerrero, 2013). This is troubling as, although this is beyond the scope of
this study, Hispanic youth may face challenges (e.g., immigration, language
differences) that their Black and White peers who are also exposed to gangs
may not (Cardoso et al., 2016). Therefore, it is important for them to have
culturally responsive prevention specialists or clinicians (e.g., counselors;
Sue & Sue, 2013).
Limitations and directions for future research

This study aids in understanding how exposure to gangs influences
Hispanic youth’s risk of engaging in substance use; however, there are
some limitations. Given limited investigation addressing the heterogeneity
of the U.S. Hispanic community (Stepler & Brown, 2015), it is critical that
future research develop a more nuanced understanding of the way gang
exposure impacts multiple Hispanic cultures. One way to do so would be
to test similar models among nationalities other than Dominican and
Puerto Rican and in other locales to increase generalizability. Another way
would be to add nationality as a covariate in future studies. As rates of substance use may differ based on age, not including age as a covariate is a
potential limitation. Although we acknowledge that there are differing
threshold levels to consider binge and heavy drinking based on gender
(National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism. [2015]), we kept the
female and male threshold the same in accordance with our measure. This
has been used by the United States Department of Health and Human
Services (SAMHSA, 2017). However, future research should make distinctions that take this into account. We were unable to measure the direct
link between exposure to violence and mental health. Given the presence of
this link in other research (Gudi~
no, 2013), it should be directly explored
specifically in the context of gang-related violence and substance use. Our
response rate (36.8%) is considered low for school-based convenience sampling. Although the rate of reported substance use among these youth was
low, similar rates have been found in other studies (Christens & Peterson,
2012; Tyler & Melander, 2015). We also relied entirely on youth’s selfreports. Triangulation with other sources (e.g., local police) may develop a
more thorough understanding of the facets of gang exposure. Finally,
although we identified important mediation results, future research should
replicate findings using mediation analyses longitudinally to uncover developmental processes and further unpack the temporal order of variables
over time (Kline, 2015).
Despite these limitations, the present study sheds light on an understudied facet of community disorganization that impacts a vulnerable
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population. Gang exposure within a low-income community was associated
with Hispanic youth’s substance use, increasing their already heightened
vulnerability. This link, in conjunction with the mediating links, should be
taken into consideration when investigating gangs and their connection to
youth, particularly Hispanic youth, and the prevention specialists who work
with them to create culturally responsive resources.
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